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Who Governs the Virtual Worlds:
Tensions Between Developers and Players
as Forms of Cultural Governance in MMO Videogames
Mojde Kalantari, Ellie Parvin, Sercan Şengün, Ph.D.

Results

Abstract
This study focuses on tensions and conflicts between the
developers and the players of massively multiplayer online games
(MMOs), that emerge while developers struggle to regulate the
public and the cultural domains of the virtual worlds and players
generate methods to resist these regulations. Apart from
deconstructional interventions like cheating and exploitation,
players also stay at odds with the developers within the domains
of intellectual properties, fan culture and other cultural
behaviors. The study appropriates these tensions as collaterals of
cultural governance in digital domains and discusses them with
case studies.

Motivation & Methodology
The need to imagine the next chapter for the Internet has gained
traction. As the concept of Metaverse is trending, “who will
govern the Metaverse” becomes a critical question: can it be a
single company, or will it will be a joint effort by multiple creators
and developers? What is the expected role of companies such as
Meta—simply an accelerator and an enabler of the process? To
help answer these questions, we created a collection of case
studies from massively multiplayer online (MMO) games to
foresee the challenges that users, companies, private groups
(such as mental-health specialists, free-speech advocates,
constitutional-law theorists, civil rights activists, etc.) and
governments might face as they plan to regulate the Metaverse.

Massively multiplayer online worlds create labyrinths of conflicts of
interest between the developers and the players. This study debated
these labyrinths of ownership, regulation, and cultural governance
tensions under three viewpoints.
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First, the users’ practices of testing and forcing the boundaries of
the virtual space (spatially, rule-wise, and culturally) and the
developers’ response to these attempts were underlined. If the
systems in question were not online virtual worlds but, say, only
online videogames where private group of players came together or
single player videogames played in private, it could be safe to
assume that developers might ignore most of these practices.
Within their own private space players could experiment on virtual
worlds, sometimes even adjust on the software level. In fact, some
non-MMO videogames initiated a wide range of fan programming
culture. According to Postigo, fan programming has different
varieties; (1) modders use a videogame’s code to make extensive
changes or create a new videogame entirely, (2) mappers create
new locations and maps for videogames, and (3) skinners create
new in-game commodities like characters, items, vehicles, etc. These
productions have their own categories of copyright tensions.
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Secondly, regulations of cultural productions (machinimas, fan
fictions, fan art, etc.) in and out of game space and attempts to
control them were specified. The case studies illuminate that the
developer companies were involved selectively depending on their
cultural governance policies, using powers like EULAs, TOUs,
intellectual property rights, and banning players from playing the
game. The legal jurisdictions that the companies try to create on all
production within the game world have the potential to create
heavily contested areas.
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Finally, the users seemingly find themselves in a position where they
tolerate the governance of developers due to their regulating
function for the interactions between them. However, disrupting
social interactions like grief play is again only selectively intervened
by the developers, and not always on the benefit of players.

Future Directions
In the future, we would like to convert our results into clear design
principles for the Metaverse. Virtual worlds need the participation of
users to become alive and functioning. The users constantly test and
force the boundaries of their freedoms within the cultural and public
sphere of the virtual world. The companies develop strategies for
cultural governance inside these worlds and are in a position to
enforce their regulations. However, this marks a learning process for
both sides since improper conduct from either the developers or the
players have the potential to damage the culture of the virtual world.

